Over the past decade, pharmacy practice in Canada has shifted from a primarily drug distribution role to one with a focus on patient care. Pharmacists are now able to deliver clinical services such as medication reviews, vaccinations and prescribing, with many of these services having opportunities for remuneration. The services we can now provide to our patients are some of the broadest and most comprehensive in the world. This is something pharmacists should be celebrating, yet it has caused tension between staff pharmacists and pharmacy managers and owners. 1, 2 In a recent issue of CPJ, Tsao et al. 1 showed that community pharmacists who were required to meet employer-imposed quotas for expanded pharmacy services had negative feelings about their working conditions and were more likely to report that their work environment was not conducive to safe and effective patient care. This was especially true for those pharmacists working in chain pharmacies or with high prescription volumes. Furthermore, many pharmacists reported not having enough time for breaks or adequate staffing. 1 Other studies have shown similar results. Increasing workloads in the United Kingdom led to stressful work environments, an increased incidence of errors and concerns regarding patient safety. 2 Additionally, a survey in Oregon found that many pharmacists felt they did not have a work environment that supported safe and appropriate patient care. 3, 4 So what are pharmacists' main concerns? First, it has been suggested that patient safety is compromised when the expectation for clinical services is high, but staffing has not changed in a commensurate manner. The implication here is that pharmacists are being asked to do more but are not given the resources to do so, while owners and corporations profit from the increased revenue. Studies have found an association between escalating workloads and increased dispensing errors. 1, 2 Second, working conditions have been cited as contributing to workplace stress. Pharmacists feel they have insufficient time for meals or breaks and inadequate staffing to support the provision of appropriate patient care. [1] [2] [3] Finally, pharmacists have raised concerns regarding pressures to conduct medication reviews to meet organizational targets (i.e., quotas), as appropriateness and patient benefit are unclear in some cases. 5, 6 What are the implications of this growing dissension? Are we headed toward an epic showdown? Or could this be the first sign of change to support patient care? Thus far, staff pharmacists have been quietly acquiescing to management's demands. Perhaps pharmacists have finally found their voice and are speaking out for professionalism and patient care-being professionals rather than just employees. Could this be the end of the meek and mild-mannered pharmacist?
Where do we go from here? How can we address pharmacists' concerns regarding the current state of pharmacy practice? First, pharmacists must fight for the working environment they want to see in their practice-professional autonomy. Demand breaks, adequate staffing and technician support and refuse work practices that are unsafe or adversely affect patient care. Establish an open line of communication with management. Second, pharmacists must hold their professional organizations accountable to make impactful change. Professional organizations should measure, monitor and respond to these professionalism concerns. The Oregon Board of Pharmacy committed to ensuring patient safety and pharmacist welfare by adopting new rules prohibiting quotas and programs that interfere with the pharmacist's ability to provide appropriate patient care. 7, 8 Finally, we need further research to characterize conditions in the workplace and gain a deeper understanding of this conflict between pharmacists and their employers. Are conditions truly unsafe? Is the pressure to provide clinical services inappropriate, or is it an excuse from some not to make the change toward patient care? What is the appropriate staffing level for patient care?
Our patients need and deserve comprehensive care from their pharmacists. Our pharmacists deserve to have a professional environment in which to provide that care. ■ SaRahLamb,bSP ROSST.TSuyuki,bSC(PhaRm),PhaRmD,mSC,FCShP,FaCC
